Expression of human telomerase reverse transcriptase in gastrointestinal stromal tumors occurs preferentially in malignant neoplasms.
Telomerase is expressed in many human cancers and cell lines and is thought to contribute to their immortality. To date, little is known about the expression of telomerase in nonepithelial tumors. The objective of this study was to evaluate the expression of human telomerase reverse transcriptase (hTERT) in gastrointestinal stromal tumors (GISTs). Twenty-three GISTs (9 low malignant potential, 10 primary malignant, and 4 intra-abdominal recurrences) were evaluated for hTERT expression by using immunohistochemistry on tissue microarray. Tissue blocks were retrieved, and hematoxylin and eosin stains were performed to evaluate the histological tumor type. All cases were strongly positive for KIT (CD117). Immunohistochemistry for hTERT was performed. Eight of 9 cases of the low malignant potential group were negative for hTERT immunoexpression, whereas all malignant GISTs showed positive staining that varied from weak to strong immunoreactivity. Six of 10 cases of the primary malignant GISTs were strongly positive for hTERT. The remaining cases (4/10) showed weak staining. All recurrent GISTs (4/4) showed strong positive immunostaining for hTERT. One malignant case was weakly positive for hTERT, but its recurrence was strongly positive. These results suggest that hTERT expression occurs preferentially in malignant tumors and that telomerase activity may occur during the progression of GISTs. Immunohistochemical staining for hTERT may be a useful marker for the prognostication of GISTs.